Both notional and grammatical number affect agreement during language production. To explore their workings, we investigated how semantic integration, a type of conceptual relatedness, produces variations in agreement (Solomon & Pearlmutter, 2004). These agreement variations are open to competing notional and lexical-grammatical number accounts. The notional hypothesis is that changes in number agreement reflect differences in referential coherence: More coherence yields more singularity. The lexical-grammatical hypothesis is that changes in agreement arise from competition between nouns differing in grammatical number: More competition yields more plurality. These hypotheses make opposing predictions about semantic integration. On the notional hypothesis, semantic integration promotes singular agreement. On the lexical-grammatical hypothesis, semantic integration promotes plural agreement. We tested these hypotheses with agreement elicitation tasks in two experiments. Both experiments supported the notional hypothesis, with semantic integration creating faster and more frequent singular agreement. This implies that referential coherence mediates the effect of semantic integration on number agreement.
Introduction
Many things begin with an idea, speech included. Before we talk, we usually have a thought to express, a conceptualization of an event we want to recount, or a desire to make something happen. The nonlinguistic ideas that give rise to spoken sentences are sometimes called messages. Messages are a sort of distillation from mental models of how referents relate to each other in causality, intentionality, space, or time (e.g. Johnson-Laird, 1983) , along with other conceptual and pragmatic properties that drive what we say. Among these properties is information about the notional number, or numerosity, of particular referents. In many languages, English included, notional number is vital even when it is immaterial to a speaker's communicative intention, because the syntax of sentences requires it for setting grammatical number: Nouns and other words must be grammatically specified as either singular (e.g. dog) or plural (e.g. dogs), with no in-between options. Grammatical number in turn controls the necessary operations of subject-verb agreement that speakers duly implement. The question in the present investigation was how variations in the mental representations of numerosity affect the creation of number agreement during language production.
The question is not easy to answer, because notional number does not perfectly predict grammatical number. Notional number discriminates singletons (single things) from aggregates (multiple things), but this is not always reflected in grammatical number. Objects called clothing can be notionally plural, but the word clothing is grammatically singular. An object called scissors is notionally singular, but the word scissors is grammatically plural. These grammatical specifications are what matter most in subject-verb agreement, with the grammatical singular-plural distinction for nouns tied to the grammatical singular-plural
